With the intention of contributing to the current state of knowledge about the writing skills of Singapore students, a study was carried out on a group of 73 post-secondary students in a polytechnic. The students are mandated to undertake an English Language and Communication module which aims to strengthen their core English Language proficiency. The aims of the study reported in this paper are: (a) to examine the differences in the levels of writing skills of the post-secondary students before and after completion of the English Language and Communication module, and (b) to investigate students' perceptions of the English Language and Communication module. The study compared the compositions written by the students at the start and end of the module in terms of vocabulary, fluency, clarity and organisation, and overall composition levels. A scoring rubric, based on an evaluation rubric used by the Ministry of Education Singapore (2010), was developed to grade these compositions. Based on the analysis of the data, it was found that the students' writing skills improved significantly. The study also administered a questionnaire to elicit the students' perceptions on the usefulness of the module in the enhancement of their writing skills. The questionnaire analysis corroborates with our findings that the module is effective in enhancing the writing skills of post-secondary students. The findings, in the light of writing process method and recommendations for future research study, are discussed.
Introduction
Singapore is a linguistically and ethnically diverse country with a population of more than 5 million. Given this diverse linguistic landscape, bilingualism has always been a cornerstone of Singapore's education system. The bilingual policy was officially introduced in 1960s. Under this bilingual policy, the main medium of instruction in school is English, and all students learn an official Mother Tongue Language (Chinese, Malay and Tamil). In the Report of the English Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review published by Ministry of Education Singapore in 2006, it was noted that although Singapore students do fairly well in reading literacy, standards of oral and written communication are highly uneven. Focus group discussions with employers also revealed that that there had been a decline in the writing skills of their employees (Ministry of Education Singapore, 2006) . One of the key desired outcomes identified by the Ministry of Education is hence to allow our students to develop a good level of competence in English Language, in both speech and writing (Ministry of Education Singapore, 2010).
Similarly, in today's context, the ability to write proficiently gives one the power and opportunity to share and influence thoughts, ideas, and opinions with others, not only in day-to-day situations, but also across time and space. The value that we place on reading and writing arises out of our shared need to be literate, which is a function of our society and of our culture (Heller, 1999) . Writing is more than merely a means of communication, and it extends to influence functional and cultural aspects in society. In spite of the importance of writing, to date, there is little research to study the writing skills of post-secondary students in a bilingual environment.
With the intention of contributing to the current state of knowledge about the writing skills of post-secondary students, a study has been carried out on a group of 73 post-secondary students in a polytechnic in Singapore. These students are mandated to undertake an English Language and Communication module in the institution. This module aims to strengthen students' core English Language proficiency while building their confidence for public communication in both the written and oral forms. Lecturers in this institution have adapted the writing process model as proposed by Hayes (1980, 1981) for this purpose. The students are required to go through the four stages of writing: pre-writing, drafting, editing, and rewriting in the writing process.
The aims of the study reported in this paper therefore are: (a) to examine the differences in the levels of writing skills of the post-secondary students before and after completion of the English Language and Communication module, and (b) to investigate students' perceptions of the English Language and Communication module. The findings of this study provided insights into the four-stage writing process adopted by the polytechnic which has shown to be effective in improving the writing skills of post-secondary students.
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Background to Singapore Education System
Education plays a central role in shaping Singapore's development. From the ISSN 2325 -0887 2015 www.macrothink.org/ijele post-independent years of nation-building in cultivating a coherent and "strong civic ideology" among racial communities (Green, 1997) to adopting pragmatic policies in developing the young nation state's economic capital and viability, Singapore has consistently transformed its education system to meet changing landscapes.
The bilingual policy was officially introduced in 1960s and since then, bilingualism is a cornerstone of the education system in Singapore. Under this policy, English is being taught as the first language and is also the medium of instruction in the schools. Therefore the Ministry of Education in Singapore places heavy emphasis on the learning of English. It is the common language that facilitates bonding among the different ethnic and cultural groups. In addition, it also allows Singaporeans to participate in a knowledge-based economy where English is the lingua franca of the Internet, of science and technology and of world trade. Proficiency in English is viewed as being necessary for students to access, process and keep abreast of information, and to engage with the wider and more diverse communities outside of Singapore (Ministry of Education, 2010).
In the Report of the English Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review published by Ministry of Education Singapore in 2006, it was mentioned that there is a wide range of English language proficiency among the students in Singapore. One of the key desired outcomes identified by the Ministry of Education would be to develop the competence of students in the English Language, in both speech and writing (Ministry of Education Singapore, 2006).
English Writing Process
The technical aspects of proper grammar, spelling, punctuation, and other conventions were a principal focus in teaching writing in the past (Hillocks, 1987) . However, this approach soon came under increasing scepticism because it failed to engage students in their learning (Hicks, 1993; Hillocks, 1986) . Several studies conducted have shown that the teaching and learning of formal, traditional grammar had no effect on the quality of students' writing, and that the teaching of grammar may actually hinder the development of students' English (Macaulay, 1947; Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, & Schoer, 1963) . Since then, responding to the need for innovative instruction and teaching pedagogies, there was a need to move beyond rote repetition and technical instruction. Rather than focusing on spelling, grammar, and other writing conventions, educators started to place their emphasis on the actual process of writing.
Gordon Rohman introduced the Pre-Write/Write/Re-Write model in 1965, and James Britton Britton introduced The Conception/Incubation/Production model in 1975. These models describe the writing process as a linear series of stages, separated by time, and characterised by the gradual development of the written product. The introduction of these models helped to improve the teaching of writing by highlighting the importance of planning in the writing process. However, these models soon came under criticism by educators over whether it was an accurate description of the writing process. Since 1980, Flower and Hayes have proposed a number of models of the writing process. The development of their second model (see Figure 1 ) in 1981 has since then been widely adopted by many educators. It should be acknowledged that the model which was developed in 1981 was more or less similar and predominantly based upon the idea of their original 1980 model. In this model, the act of writing involves three major elements: (a) task environment; (b) writer's long-term memory; and (c) writing process. It concentrates on writing as a recursive process in which writers have the opportunity to plan, draft, edit, and revise their work (Hillocks, 1987) . The writer is taught to review and revise several drafts, which enables and encourages new ideas. Grammatical changes and conventional editing occur during the revision or editing stage (Ballator, Farnum, & Kaplan, 1999; Flower & Hayes, 1981) . Furthermore, since grammar and conventions are not the focus of writing, the writing process may be adapted for use even with young writers in kindergarten (Sealey, Sealey, & Millmore, 1979) . To date, studies indicate that the writing process is one effective way to teach students to be good writer (Flower & Hayes, 1981; Greenwald, Persky, Campbell, & Mazzeo, 1999; Graham & Harris, 2000; Unger & Fleischman, 2004; Cavkaytar & Yasar, 2008) . 
Ethical considerations
This research study was approved by the Ethics Review Committee at the institution where the research was conducted. The accepted research protocol included informed consent by the survey participants, controlled storage and access of data, and de-identified data for analysis.
Participants
Participants involved in the study were 73 post-secondary students of an English Language and Communication module in a polytechnic in Singapore. They belonged to the top 10% of the Secondary 4 Normal Academic (NA) cohort, and were given provisional places in polytechnic diploma programmes.
Among these 73 students, 22% of the students obtained a Grade 1, 46% of the students obtained a Grade 2, while 32% of the students obtained a Grade 3 for their English GCE 'Normal' Level results. Based on a survey that was conducted at the start of the semester, most of the students (64%) spend less than 1 hour on reading each day, with only 1% of the students spending more than 7 hours on reading each day. The key component of Writing and Representing is fundamental to developing the students' writing ability. Teachers' awareness of the writing process will be helpful in teaching appropriate strategies and improving the students' writing abilities in an education environment (Kapka & Oberman, 2001) . Lecturers in this polytechnic have adopted and adapted the writing process model as proposed by Hayes (1980, 1981) , with the students required to go through the four stages of pre-writing, drafting, editing and rewriting in the writing process.
Educational Context
Pre-Writing
Pre-writing, or planning what is going to be written, is an essential step in the writing process and should account for 70 % of the writing time (Murray, 1982) . In this stage, students are required to plan before any form of writing takes place. Often, students tap on their prior knowledge and any forms of research information with reference to the topic given by the teacher at the start of the lesson. This allows them to have the necessary content and information to begin writing.
Drafting
This is essentially the process of putting ideas into visible language. In the drafting stage, students put into writing the information they had gathered via the pre-writing stage. In this stage, spelling rules for the written text are ignored. If the writer must devote conscious attention to demands such as spelling and grammar, the task of drafting may be affected as this extra burden of noting the technical aspects of the written English may be too overwhelming for the students (Flower & Hayes, 1981) .
Editing
This editing stage is a conscious process in which teachers and peers provide feedback for students to improve on their writing. Students then edit their writing in accordance to the comments provided by their teachers and peers. Through peer editing, it teaches them to recognise the value of writing and the purpose in creating a solid and substantial work (Graves, 1983) . This period of editing frequently leads to new cycles of pre-writing and drafting to incorporate the new ideas. Students will take this opportunity to revisit their goals and plans for writing. At this stage, students are conscious of the technical aspects of text used in the piece of writing.
Rewriting
Rewriting is the last stage of the writing process where students submit the completed paper after rewriting it.
The aim of the study is therefore to examine the differences in the levels of writing skills of the post-secondary students before and after completion of the English Language and Communication module, and to investigate students' perceptions of the English Language and Communication module by comparing the compositions written by the students at the start of the module and at the end of the module.
Data Collection
The study used a pre-test/post-test design, which was based on the first and final piece of students' compositions completed in the English Language and Communication module. The students were required to write an academic text of about 400 words mainly in a narrative form. The main source of data for this study was compositions written in the English Language and Communication module at the start and end of the semester.
Analysis
Analysis was carried out on the first and final piece of students' compositions completed in the English Language and Communication module. Firstly, it aimed to ascertain whether International Journal of English Language Education ISSN 2325-0887 2015, Vol. 3, No. 1 students' proficiency in writing had improved purely in numerical terms. Thereafter, a more detailed analysis of students' composition, focusing on vocabulary, fluency, clarity, and organisation was carried out.
A scoring rubric, based on an evaluation rubric (as attached in the appendix) used by the Ministry of Education Singapore (2010), was developed to grade these compositions. The rubric assessed the mastery of language use in terms of the range of vocabulary, fluency, clarity, and organisation demonstrated. There are four levels in the rubric: Level 4 being the lowest proficiency level while Level 1 being the highest. In addition, these students were also asked to sign a consent form and complete a questionnaire on (a) the usefulness of the English Language and Communication module in the enhancement of their writing skills, (b) three most useful ideas that they have learned in the module, (c) ways they have applied the useful ideas learned in the module, and (d) any aspect of the module that can be improved. Students participating in the research were assured of anonymity and all individual data were de-identified in the data set for analysis.
Results
Quantitative Analysis of Students' Composition
Based on the analysis of the data, the comparison between the first and the final composition written by the 73 post-secondary students suggests that the four-stage writing process has improved and developed the students' writing abilities. Table 3 shows the mean scores and standard deviations for student composition in the pre-test and post-test for the various components. There was an overall improvement in the quality of writing exhibited in the post test, that is, students seemed to attain a higher level of performance in terms of vocabulary, fluency, clarity, and organisation. A paired-samples t-test was also conducted to compare the mean score of the first composition with the last. Results from the paired sample t-test showed that there was a significant difference in the mean score for the pre-test (M = 10.99, SD = 3.13) and post-test (M = 9.05, SD = 2.18), t(72) = 9.10, p < 0.001 as shown in Table 3 . Use of vocabulary is an important aspect of composition writing. Each student's writing was given a level of 1-4 for the ability to use appropriate and varied vocabulary based on the rubrics, Level 4 being the lowest proficiency level while Level 1 being the highest. Table 4 shows the number of students organised according to the different levels for the use of varied vocabulary in the pre-test and post-test. Although there was no improvement in the number of students in Level 1, there was a distinct improvement in the other levels. With 21 students in Level 4 in pre-test, there was only 1 student left in Level 4 in the post-test. The number of students in Level 2 and Level 3 has also increased from 29 to 40 and 20 to 29 respectively. 
Sentence Fluency and Accuracy
We measured the sentence structure of the students' composition by looking at the ability to use varied sentence structure and writing flow. Similarly, each student's composition was assigned a level of 1-4 based on the rubrics, Level 4 being the lowest proficiency level while Level 1 being the highest. Table 5 shows the number of students at the different levels for sentence fluency and accuracy in the pre-test and post-test. There was a distinct improvement in level 2. With 27 students in Level 2 in the pre-test, there was an increase of 19.18%, with 41 students attaining Level 2 in the post-test. Table 6 shows the number of students at the different levels for clarity of expression in the pre-test and post-test. There was an increase, though not statistically significant at 1.37%, in the number of students who obtained level 1 for the component of clarity of expression in the post-test compared with the pre-test. However, there was an obvious improvement in the number of students obtaining Level 2, from 20 students in the pre-test compared to 39 students in the post-test. 
Organisation
A close examination of the organisation of ideas in the composition in the pre-test and post-test revealed that there was an improvement in the number of students who obtained Level 1 and Level 2 in the post-test as shown in Table 7 , with 12.33% and 53.42% of the students obtaining Level 1 and Level 2 respectively. In addition, there were no students who obtained Level 4 in the post-test. 
Qualitative Analysis of Students' Feedback
The qualitative questions elicited students' feedback on the usefulness of the English Language and Communication module in the enhancement of their writing skills, namely, the three most useful ideas that they have learned in the module, the ways they have applied the useful ideas learned in the module, and any aspect of the module that can be improved.
Impact of the Module on Writing Skills
In response to the open-ended question of the usefulness of the English Language and Communication module, 98% of the students provided very positive comments on the module. In addition, the students also commented on some of the specific skills that the module has helped them develop, including being aware of the different formats of writing, grammar and vocabulary, as shown in the following examples: 
Application of the useful ideas learned in the module
While the main aim of the module is to improve students' English proficiency, students are also able to apply the useful ideas learned in the module. The most frequently mentioned is the ability to write a good resume for part-time job applications and the writing of letters. 
Discussion
Our analysis of the compositions written by the students in the pre-test and post-test shows that the four-stage writing process adopted by the polytechnic has been effective in improving the writing skills of post-secondary students, especially students whose proficiency was in Level 4 in the pre-test. However, the number of students who obtained Level 1 in the post-test was not significantly higher compared to pre-test.
The questionnaire analysis corroborates our findings on the effectiveness of the English Module in improving their writing skills to a limited extent as majority of the students found the course to be useful in the enhancement of their writing skills. They were also able to apply the skills learnt to their daily lives. Nevertheless, we are also aware that there are areas in which the module can be improved. Students expressed their wish for more interactive and interesting activities to be incorporated into the lesson. Thus, overall, the module seems to have achieved one of the objectives it set out to achieve, i.e., in improving the writing skills of the students. One key limitation of this study is the small sample size, which may not be representative of all post-secondary students.
Based on the results from the compositions that number of students who obtained Level 1 in the post-test was not significantly higher compared to the pre-test, it is recommended that educators can leverage the knowledge of the transformation model of writing to further enhance the teaching of English writing, which places strong emphasis on the planning stage, and to develop novice into expert writers. Based on the knowledge-transforming model, writing assignments require not only knowledge-telling but also the process of knowledge-transforming. An expert writer will employ a knowledge-transforming strategy, which involves elaborating a representation of the rhetorical or communicative problem to be solved and using the goals derived from this representation to guide the generation and evaluation of content during writing, and the end result is that the quality of writing by the expert writer is definitely higher than the novice writer (Galbraith, 1999) . More specifically, this can be a direction for the next research study, with a larger representative sample size.
